If not overdone, laughter is generally approved by biblical commentary in the Talmud-the Jewish canonical text that comments on the Tanakh (Hebrew Bible or Old Testament Scripture). "Moderation in hilarity" (Aboth 85). 1 In the Tanakh, the aged Abraham first grovels when hearing the divine word promising him a child, thinks to himself, and then laughs (Genesis 17:17) .
2 His laughter is recorded in the text but receives no divine reaction. 3 The sequence seems natural to 21st century sensibilities. Yet from an exegetical perspective, the sequence of events marks a dramatic change in theology, cult practice, and subjectivity. The narrative event indicates reflection, judgment, and volition. This essay explores the subjectivity that explodes out of Abraham's laugh. To that purpose, a discussion of the four literary tropes, metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche, and irony, serves to investigate and reveal that idiosyncratic subjectivity virtually created by this biblical laughter.
With the declared presence of Abraham's interiority, subjectivity becomes possible. The word subjectivity stands for how a human being thinks what s/he can do, feel, express, dream. The subjectivity born out of the laugh of Abraham is characteristic to monotheism and one that engenders specific cultural practices. The subjectivity introduced by this biblical event validates individual desire, power, and thought; thereby making the individual voice and action independent from nature, from divinity, and from community. According to Stephen Geller, the idea of individuation is a direct result of development of monotheism: 4 Deuteronomic religion was, then, the first stage of Israelite religion that proclaimed unequivocal monotheism, but only in relation to, and in tension with, the concept of the unitary individual. . . . There seems no reason, then, not to posit [that] the deuteronomic religion, in fact, posits a unity of the believer, as well as of his God. . . . the discovery of the individual, i.e., the indivisible, united self, was, in Israel, an achievement of the deuteronomic covenant religion and its prophetic sponsors. . . . The individualism added an element that immediately stood in tension with the older collectivist viewpoints.
5
Once individual identity is presumed and separated from the supernatural powers, the concept of subjectivity also becomes necessary to sustain meaning in life. Paul de Man, discussing Nietzsche, joins the army recognizing that subjectivity is a metaphor, a fiction, and an imaginative geste that each of us needs to sustain our lives:
. . . the idea of individuation, of the human subject as a privileged viewpoint, is a mere metaphor by means of which man protects himself from his insignificance by forcing his own interpretation of the world upon the entire universe, substituting a human-centered set of meanings that is reassuring to his vanity for a set of meanings that reduces him to being a mere transitory accident in the cosmic order. In addition to the recognition that subjectivity is a site for independent thinking and moral choices came the recognition that the world of language, in the form of symbols and narratives, plays a large a role in the formation of the individual human view of itself.
Giambattista Vico claimed that language itself configures subjectivity.
